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THEOLOGICAL T R E N D S  

Ecclesiology, I: Differing Gifts 

T HE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL was a catalyst for ecclesiology in 
our time, for both as an event and in its documents its major focus 

was the nature and mission of the Church. Moreover, ecclesiology 
continues to be an important area of theological reflection because the 
Council, which provided new insights, left many questions concerning: 
the Church open for further probing. 1 These questions have provided an 
agenda for ecclesiologists during the post-conciliar period. A survey of 
periodicals, both scholarly and popular, indicates that theologians are 
grappling with these issues. Questions of authority loom large. Who 
speaks for the Church? I f  the Church is the whole people of God, what 
is the role of the laity, of the ordained, of members of religious congre- 
gations, of the magisterium? What  is happening ecumenically? More 
basic questions about the very nature of the Church and its mission in 
the late-twentieth century continue to be raised but these questions are 
being asked in new ways. 2 

This article and a subsequent one will focus on the nature and mission 
of the Church in the light of two theological trends in ecclesiology: first, 
the emergence of the local church and the eucharistic community, rather 
than the universal Church, as the starting point for theological reflection 
on church; second, the emergence of New Testament scholarship as a 
resource for ecclesiology. The second trend supports the first. Since the 
turn of the century the documents of the New Testament have been 
studied as projects of the early Christian communities. Through the 
careful study of texts, more information concerning these communities is 
available which in turn provides valuable insights for contemporary 
ecclesiology. Both trends support a deeper recognition of the diversity of 
Christian experiences of church and the necessity of differing gifts to 
manifest the one Spirit. In the light of these two trends, this article will 
consider the nature of the Church as a communion of communities. T h e  
second article will focus on the mission of the Church, recognizing that 
the nature of the Church cannot be separated from its mission. 

A new starting point 
Christian communities are reflecting on their experience of being 

church, thus providing a new starting point for ecclesiology. 3 Vatican II,  
although primarily focusing on the universal Church, recovered the 
ecclesial significance of the local church, and of the eucharistic community, 
concepts which had been lost in the western Church. This recovery, 
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supported by scholarship on the early Christian communities, is enabling 
contemporary Christians to experience that the church is 'always first of 
all a concrete reality, this group of men and women, at this time and in 
this place, within this culture, responding to the Word and grace by which 
God gathers them in Christ'. 4 As communities of faith reflect on their 
experience o f  church, voices which have not been heard before are being 
raised: voices from churches in Africa and Asia, voices of the poor, 
particularly from the base ecclesial communities in Latin America, and 
voices of women. The ecclesiology of the past and even the ecclesiology 
of Vatican II are challenged as scripture scholars and theologians listen 
to these new voices. The result is a pluralism in ecclesiology that is both 
enriching and disturbing. 5 

New look at biblical roots 

In order to understand the church we must look at its genesis. How 
did it begin? What were the first communities of disciples of Jesus like? 
Did Jesus intend to form a church? When was the church born? How 
was ministry ordered in those early communities? Was there one church 
or many churches? Biblical studies throw light on these questions of 
Christian origins and their implications for present day ecclesiology. 6 

The writings of the various New Testament authors reflect different 
experiences of church and different ecclesiologies. There was no one 
church which divided into a number of churches, nor were there a 
number of churches which came together into one church. Rather there 
were communities of disciples of Jesus, guided by his Spirit, who respon- 
ded in faith to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. These communities 
were united in their common witness to Jesus Christ and in their fidelity 
to the apostolic teaching. A critical study of the New Testament reveals 
the pluralism and developmental character of early Christianity. 

It is generally acknowleged that Jesus did not leave particular structures 
but his Spirit. The early Christian communities felt confident in applying 
the teaching of Jesus to new situations and in organizing their communi- 
ties according to what seemed best for their particular community. Thus 
we find within the churches of the New Testament different kinds of 
church order. Raymond Brown has indicated the ecumenical significance 
of this pluralism, urging that we ought not to be less ecumenical than 
the church of the New Testament. 7 If  the churches in the first century 
freely adapted to new situations, ought not twentieth-century churches 
be encouraged to do the same? This question is being raised particularly 
by the 'new voices'. 8 

Elisabeth Schfissler Fiorenza's work, In memory of her: a feminist theological 
reconstruction of Christian origins, provides 'new lenses' for seeing what often 
has been overlooked, the place of women at the centre of the Jesus 
movement and of the early Christian missionary movement. 9 It uses 
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women ' s  experience of  struggling for liberation from patriarchy as ks 
starting point for reflection on the history of the early church, a0 By means 
of a hermeneutic of suspicion Schfissler Fiorenza attempts to uncover the 
place of women wkhin the early communities of  disciples in order to 
provide meaning for contemporary women who are struggling for liber- 
ation from patriarchal oppression. The work is one of advocacy for 
women,  but it also throws light on the nature of  the church. 

In  a convincing way Schfissler Fiorenza argues that the early Jesus 
movement  was a renewal movement  within Judaism. This movement  
was based on Jesus 's  vision of the basileia or reign of God,  a vision which 
called for inclusivity, and in which women and men are equally called to 
discipleship. The  early Christian missionary movement  which developed 
during the twenty years after Jesus 's  death, remains ' shrouded in historical 
darkness' but  Schfissler Fiorenza uses the hints which are available in 
the New Testament  writings to reconstruct the beginnings of this move- 
ment. She discovers a prominent  place for women in the churches which 
were established by missionaries, both women and men,  including Paul. 
These churches often met in the homes of prominent  women,  and it was 
evident that the Spirit had been poured out upon women as well as men. 
All the baptized, slave and free, Jew and Gentile, w o m a n  and man,  were 
baptized into ' an  ecclesiological oneness or unity in Christ Jesus ' .  11 But 
this vision of equality proved too 'counter  cultural '  for the Greco-Roman 
world of the first century. Out  of  concern for the Christian mission, Paul 
modified the teaching of Gal 3,28. In  the face of  slander and persecution 
subsequent New Testament  writings advocated the adoption of Greco- 
R o m a n  patriarchal order, not only in the family, but  in the life of the 
church as the household of God.  Most  of the post-Pauline and post- 
Petrine writers sought to limit women ' s  leadership roles in the Christian 
communities to roles that were culturally and religiously acceptable. Even 
so, the Gospels of Mark  and John,  appealing to Jesus himself as one who 
provided an alternative vision, remember  the discipleship and apostolic 
leadership of Women. 

Studies of Christian origins by scholars such as Schfissler Fiorenza and 
Raymond  Brown, as well as reflection on the church as it is enfleshed in 
new situations, call for a revisioning of the church and a new ecclesiology. 

Toward a world-church 
M a n y  of  the voices being heard in ecclesiology today are neither 

European nor Nor th  American.  Karl  Rahner ,  that great 'ecclesial Christ- 
ian' who was so significant in developing the ecclesiology of Vatican II  
continues to inspire and challenge us to take seriously the global impli- 
cations of that ecclesiology. A m o n g  the countless works that form Rah-  
ner 's  legacy to us, his volume, Concern]or the Church, includes some of his 
most inspiring essays on the church and its future. 12 His essays on 'Basic 



THEOLOGICAL TRENDS 351 

theological interpretation of the second Vatican Council' and 'The abiding 
significance of Vatican I I '  develop the thesis that the world-church first 
began to exist at Vatican II although only )n a rudimentary way. Rahner 
considers that Vatican II has given to the church the task of becoming a 
world-church rather than a European or a North American export. He 
argues that theology can no longer be exclusively western; rather it must 
develop within different cultures and deal with the question of particular 
cultural groups, j3 For Rahner the transition from a western church to a 
world-church is comparable to that first great transition from Jewish 
Christianity to Gentile Christianity. The same kind of letting-go is 
required at the present time if the Church is to become truly catholic. 
The implications of this profound change demand imagination and 
courage in order that the church may be faithful to the vision of Vatican 
II. 1~ 

The change from a Eurocentric church to a 'world-church' is occurring 
as various peoples experience themselves as church in their own unique 
culture. A larger number of bishops from geographical areas other than 
Europe and North America participated in the 1985 and 1987 synods 
than in Vatican II. Commenting on this change, Alberigo wrote: 'it is 
becoming increasingly clear that the growing cultural and social importance of 
these newly evangelised or recently autonomous churches does not come from a 
transposition of existing models, but is based above all on their capacity 
to insert themselves in the Christian tradition in a creative fashion through 
a dynamic symbiosis with their respective cultures, just as Vatican II 
suggested and encouraged them to do'. is 

The same changes may be  observed in the composition of the World 
Council of Churches. At the Sixth Assembly in Vancouver, Christians 
from all parts of the world gathered together, united by a common faith 
in Jesus Christ, but expressing this faith in different languages and 
cultures. For those who were present church could no longer be envisioned 
as exclusively western but as a rich and diverse global reality. 16 

A church of the poor 
The Synod of 1985 noted, 'Since Vatican II the Church has become 

more conscious of its mission to be at the service of the poor, the 
oppressed, the marginalised', x7 Moreover, a shift may be observed from 
a church at the service of the poor, to a church of poor people. As the 
church becomes more truly a world-church, it will also become a church 
of the poor since the most densely populated areas of the world are also 
the poorest. This transformation from a middle-class church which helps 
the poor to a church of poor people is already happening in many 
communities, especially among the basic ecclesial communities in Latin 
America but also among poor people in urban centres and among native 
people in other areas. In these situations there is often a high level of 
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involvement of persons in the life of the community. Where there is an 
openness to the weakest of the brothers and sisters, many are discovering 
God's presence in a new way. 

Basic ecclesial communities 
Christians in many parts of the world are learning what it means to 

be church through their involvement in small ecclesial communities. 18 
Leonardo Boff, in his works, Church: charism and power and Ecclesiogenesis: 
the base communities reinvent the Church, reflects upon the new experience of 
church of thousands of Brazilians. 19 He sees these communities growing 
beyond current church structures, but he also sees them as the genesis of 
a church that is being born of the faith of a people. These communities 
do not merely reflect ecclesial elements but 'they are indeed authentic 
universal church become reality at the grassroots'.2° Boff also sees them 
as a ferment for renewal for the whole church. The Latin American 
Episcopal Conference at Medell~n and Puebla, which applied the princip- 
les of Vatican II to the Latin American reality, also recognized in these 
Communities a call to conversion for the whole church. 

The basic ecclesial communities, which are predominately lay, need a 
ministry of unity. This service is provided by the 'monitor '  of the basic 
community, the pastor of the parish, the bishop of the diocese, and the 
pope. However, such persons are seen within the context of the com- 
munity rather than above or removed from the community. 

The whole church can learn much concerning the nature and mission 
of the church from the experience of ecclesial communities in Brazil and 
in other parts of the world. 

Church as the discipleship of equals 
In an article on future developments in ecclesiology, Bernard Cooke 

predicted: 'Not only will half of the Christian community gradually have 
a new experience of equality and dignity and ministerial activity, but for 
the first time since the apostolic age the unvoiced experience of that half 
of the church will begin to contribute to ecclesiological reflection'. ~1 
Reflection on this unvoiced experience has already begun. 

Women today are recognizing that Christianity, while it has been 
oppressive for women, has also been a source of liberation. Schfissler 
Fiorenza argues that women belong at the centre of the church. She and 
others raise a prophetic voice in challenging the present church to fidelity 
to the inclusive vision of Jesus reflected in his teaching on the basileia, 
God's reign which is for all, especially the poor. A growing number of 
women cannot wait for the church to be converted from its sexism. Some 
give up on Christianity, while others gather as WomanChurch, claiming 
that they are church. ~a These women see themselves not as exiles from 
the church, but as involved in an exodus from patriarchy. Their voices 
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need to be heard, as they challenge the church to become a discipleship 
of equals. 

An ecclesiology of communion 
The ecclesial experiences of  persons from a wide variety of cultures and 

of  economic situations, particularly those who are poor, the experiences of 
the basic ecclesial communities of  Latin America as well as other parts of 
the world, a n d  the experience of women gathering together as church 
ought to inform our  ecclesiology. These may  be prophetic voices that 
show us how the Spirit is forming the church in our  day. 

An ecclesiology of communion  or of koinonia seems to be able to 
embrace these different realities. 23 C o m m u n i o n  includes our relationship 
to God who as Trini ty  is a communi ty  of persons, to one another in our 
particular ecclesial community,  and to other communities throughout the 
world. Vatican I I  described the church as ' a  communi ty  of faith, hope, 
and love' and as ' a  communi ty  of life, love, and truth ' .  24 The 1985 
synod reaffirmed the view of the church as communion,  preferring this 
description to the image of  church as people of God. 2s 

The image of  church as communion  is both biblical and patristic, and 
is influenced by the eastern ecclesiology of  the eucharistic community.  26 
The  defensive ecclesiology which develped during the second millennium 
lost the sense of  church as koinonia and stressed the institutional and 
juridical aspects of church. The recovery of an ecclesiology of  communion  
was one of the great achievements of Vatican II.  Rather  than seeing 
themselves as administrative units, communities are experiencing them- 
selves as church or as becoming church. 'Wha t  is emerging strongly is a 
conscious acceptance of the variety of  fruitful legitimacy of  each com- 
munity,  as of  their limits and the vital need for a symphonic integration in 
communion.'27 This is a Spirit-filled experience for the whole church. 

The  problems in ecclesiology within the R o m a n  Catholic Church  seem 
to lie in the concrete structural implications of this ecclesial communion.  
These were not worked out either at Vatican I I  or in the intervening 
years. 28 How does a highly centralized church become a participatory 
church, a communion  of communities? Episcopal collegiality is one means 
by which this can take place. However,  the concept of collegiality needs 
to be broadened to include the whole church, z9 All Christians share in 
responsibility for the church and its mission. M a n y  communities are 
discovering their ecclesial identity as the baptized assume their rightful 
place as aduk members  of  God ' s  family. This includes persons of  many  
different cultures, persons who have been oppressed, persons who have 
been previously invisible. Such groups desire to have leaders from within 
their own community .  I f  the church is a communion,  can their legitimate 
desire to be church be refused? Can  they be church if they are dependent 
for their priests on other communities? 3° An ecclesiology of  communion  
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demands  structures which provide for the m a x i m u m  part icipat ion of  
people in the life and  mission of the church. 

Each communi ty  is the church of God;  the communion  of these 
communi t ies  forms the universal  church. I t  is here that  the Petr ine 
minis t ry  provides an impor tan t  service to the church. As Congar  points 
out, ' T h e  role of the R o m a n  See is best  viewed in context of the needs 
of this communion .  Whi le  not  the source of ecclesiality, that  See has the 
mission (and so the char ism and power) to guarantee communion  by 
main ta in ing  t radi t ion and confession of  faith, by organiz ing  ecumenical  
life, by judg ing  conflicts ' .  31 The  reports  of some of the ecumenical  
dialogues indicate that  some churches which are presently not  in 'full 
communion '  with R o m e  would be willing to consider  the Petr ine  minis t ry  
in such a light. The  Final Report of the Ang l i can -Roman  Catholic  Inter-  
nat ional  Commiss ion  stated: 'The  purpose of  the universal  p r ima te ' s  
jur isdic t ion is to enable h im to further catholicity as well as uni ty  and to 
foster and draw together  the riches of the diverse t radi t ions of the 
churches ' .  32 

This  article has indicated some of the shifts in consciousness that  are 
occurr ing which in turn  are shaping our  ecclesiology. New voices are 
speaking which need to be heard.  Vat ican  I I  gave us the image of the 
church as the p i lgr im people of God.  Church  is no longer  seen as 
something a l ready made  that  we fit into but  as an unfinished task which 
has been entrusted to each generat ion,  and to each ecclesial communi ty  
by God.  The  bui ld ing  up of  church from the roots is not an easy task. 
As Ti l la rd  points  out, 'Th i s  koinonia is not  an assembly of friends. I t  is 
the coming together  in Chr is t  of men and women  reconciled '  .33 It  is not  
some super-organizat ion that  we jo in  but  a communi ty  of  brothers  and  
sisters uni ted  by  the same Spiri t .  All of us share in its mission of service 
to one another  and  to those who are not  par t  of our communi ty .  

Each local church,  and  even each eucharist ic communi ty  is t ruly 
church, but  no local church nor  eucharistic communi ty  is self-sufficient. 
The  bonds  of  a common faith b ind  us to one another  and to all who 
share our  faith. I t  is our  work, but  it is also the work of  God. 

Ellen Leonard C.S.J .  
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